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i- Introduction 

In 1989, Secretary of Defense Carluccr asserted to Congress I’.. that the lack of a U.S. 

ASAT [Arm-Satelhte] system was the srngle most vulnerable pornt m the country’s defense.“’ 

Since then, the Iron Cur-tam has fallen, Germany has reurufied, the Soviet Union has drsmtegrated, 

Russia and Eastern European countnes are delvmg mto democratrc and free market 

mstrtutronahzatron, as 1s much of the rest of the world, and the Umted States stands as the 

remamrng super power m the post-cold war world. Indeed, on the face of rt, now would seem an 

odd trme for the U.S. to add an operauonal ASAT capabihty to rts mrlna.ry rnstrument of natronal 

power After all, the Commumst threat has dramaucally receded, the economic and polmcal 

mstruments of natronal power seem to have taken precedence over the rruhtary mstrument, and, 

accordmgly, the US rmhtary 1s undergorng reducuons of hrstoncal proportrons. But this 1s the 

ume the U.S. should deploy an operatronal ASAT capabrhty. What’s more, that capabrhty should 

be opens to venficauon and known to the world. This paper expounds upon the reasons why 

deploymg an operauonal ASAT capabrlrty would be a prudent step for the US at thrs trme. 
I 

New Qnsiderations 

here are three factors to consider regardmg the U.S ASAT quesuon rn today’s world 

Foremost 1s the prohferatron of space technology and services. Anudst the world’s eruptron of 

pohucal and economrc transmons, technology contmues to advance and prohferate at an ever 

rncreasmg pace As a result, space capabrhues, mcludmg satellite unagmg, are no longer solely 

the domam of the tradmonal space powers, most notably, the U.S. and Russia. Now, m addrtron 

to the U S and Russia, Chma, India, Israel, France, Spam, Italy, the European Space Agency, 

Japan, Canada, Brazil, and Germany have or are consrdenng deploying rmagrng satelhtes ’ And 

an mcreasrng number of these host nations are offenng to sell unaging satelhte services on a 
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commercral basis Just as the French have done with therr “Spot” satellrtes The fact that Spot 

Imagmg Services has over 80 dismbutors m 60 countnes provrdes an mdrcatron of the demand for 

and probferatron of such services 3 Many of the purposes for Spot unaging are of a crvrl nature, 

but Spot rmagrng clearly has rmhtary applrcatron as well Couple thus wrth the second 

conaderatron, the growmg trend of the U S and rts alhes to become mvolved rn regional conflicts 

(as 111 the Gulf War of 1991, and Bosnia now), and it becomes evident that the possrbrhty of an 

adversary force gaunng access to satelhte rmagmg capabrlrtres to the detnment of U S. and alhed 

forces IS a rapidly expandmg threat whrch the U.S. cannot afford to ignore The thud 

consrderatron IS the recession of cold war tensions whrch were at the root of many of the old 

arguments agarnst a U.S. operational ASAT. 

Old Arguments Addressed 

During the cold war, ASAT opponents postulated that the US deployment of an 

operatronal ASAT would mgger a recrprocal senes of U S.-Soviet ASAT developments and 

deployments that would consmute a new drmensron to the arms race. Thrs argument held some 

credrbrlrty srnce any U.S ASAT was obvrously meant to counter Soviet m.rln.ary satelhtes, 

partrcularly those that provided mtelhgence gathenng capabrhhes agamst U.S. and allied forces ’ 

Now, with the end of the cold war and the proliferahon of rmagmg satellrtes and services, this 

argument has lost what substance rt rrught have had This is not to say that the U.S., m acqurnng 

and deploying an ASAT capabrbty, should dsregard Russia; indeed, the U.S should be open to 

Russia about the ASAT capabrhty the U.S mtends to deploy. Despite the possrbrbty of hngenng 

apprehensions on Russia’s part, Russia must concede that space unagrng prohferahon IS a reahty 

that poses a threat, and that Russra and the U S. may well be allies rn future regronal disputes -- as 

rn Bosnia now -- and thus, will lrkely face the same unagmg satellite threat 
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I?-- Another cold war argument agarnst a U.S. ASAT was that the U S deployment of such a 

capability would srgmficantly increase the possrbrhty of an exchange of ASAT attacks with the 

Soviet Umon 111 which the U.S. stood more to lose srnce rt depended on Its space assets more than 

the Sovrets drd on therrs. The fallacy of this argument IS the impkahOn that if the U S reframed 

from deploymg an ASAT capabrhty, U S. satelhtes would be less hkely to come under enemy 

ASAT attacks desprte the fact that the Soviets had -- and Russia strll has -- ASAT capabrhhes m 

the form of therr operationally deployed (smce the early 1970s) Co-orbital ASAT system and 

other systems with potenhal ASAT capabrhhes such as ABM mrssrles and hrgh-energy ground- 

based lasers If an adversary has an ASAT capabrhty and the U S does not, the U.S. will srmply 

be m the undesrrable posihon of havrng to defend rts satelhtes whrle the adversary’s satelhtes go 

unchallenged. As always, what really rarses the probabrlrty of ASAT attacks agamst U.S. 

satelhtes 1s not the U S. possessron of an ASAT capabrhty, it IS that U.S. satelhtes provide 

tremendous warfrghtrng enhancements to U.S. and alhed surface and au forces Any adversary 

would l$e to negate these warfrghtmg enhancements. And thrs IS exactly the reason the U.S. 

needs an ASAT capabrlny today -- because potentral adversaries have or can get access to space 

capabrbues that threaten to enhance therr mrhtary effechveness agarnst the U S and rts allies 

Therefore, the U S should take steps to add an ASAT capabrhty and to defend us satellites from 

enemy ASAT attacks; both are necessary for a complete and viable space capability To rerterate, 

the U.S. deployment of an ASAT capabrhty does not increase the need for satelhte defense since 

satelhte’defense IS already necessary by vrrtue of satellrte capabrhtres Indeed, an ASAT capabrlrty 

and satellrte defense are exactly the two essenhal elements that comprise modern “space control” 

f- 

docmne which shpulates that achrevrng a war-wmnmg posture requrres preservatron of one’s own 

operahons in space -- via satelhte defense -- whrle denyrng the enemy the abrhty to operate m 



space -- vra an ASAT capabrhty Thrs doctrrnal concept 1s precisely parallel to sea and an control 

which are lustoncally well grounded as requisites for war w-mnmg. There 1s no reason that space 

can or should be treated differently. 

A thud argument agarnst ASATs finds rts phrlosophrcal basis rn idealism -- that war should 

not be allowed to extend rnto space Wlnle this argument has some mttutrve appeal 1x-r that rt 

provides a VeShge of the human domain left free of war, closer consrderahon reveals the argument 
I 

1s hollow Meanzngfid peace occurs among people, not m the absence of people. To cling to 

space -- ,a dark, cold, and vacuous place completely hosme to human hfe -- as a last sanctuary of 

peace seems peculrar, partrcularly when systems m space provide warfightrng enhancements. 

Peace ui space would have value rf rt meant peace on Earth, but rt does not Nor wrll peace m 

space have any redeenung value whrle wars rage on the Earth’s surface. Indeed, the best way to 

ensure peace rn space 1s to contrnue the endeavor for the vastly more meaningful peace on Earth 

And part of that endeavor 1s the eluninahon of any vulnerabihty -- rn thrs case, the U S lack of an 

ASAT capabrlrty -- whrch tnvrtes non-peaceful exploitahon Accordmgly, a U.S. ASAT capabihty 

would contnbute to achrevrng peace on the Earth’s surface whrch, 111 turn, would better ensure 

peace m space. Toward that end, the Gulf War may have helped dispel the argument of no war m 

space. Since the contribuhons of space systems to the coahtron vrctory were srgnrficant and well 

publrcrzed, the idea that enemy systems mrght be left untouched whrle provrdmg smular valuable 

servrcesl to an adversary should be very unappealmg to most Amencans 

What Sprt of ASAT? 

There are three fundamental ways to render a satellrte dysfunchonal. 1) temporanly ham 

satellite’funchons, 2) destroy the ground facrhhes which control and collect mformahon from 

satelhtes and 3) permanently damage or destroy selected satellrtes. The first of these -- Jarnmrng - 
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- is attractive srnce it does not mfhct permanent damage on the satelhte and IS, therefore, more 

pohhcally palatable, parucularly rf the satelhte rn question belongs to a thud party, not the 

adversary Dependmg on the type of satellite, J amnung can take the form of electromagnehc 

transnnssrons which interfere wrth the satellrte’s transmissrons or radar collechons, or mrght be 

somethrng hke low-level laser ermssrons to saturate vrsrble-spectrum or mfrared sensors But 

Jamrmng has srgmficant drawbacks. Srnce Jamnung IS temporary and requrres lure-of-sight wrth 

the target satelhte, rt must be done from the nght place, at the nght trme, and with the nght 

frequencies to be effectrve. Thus, gethng the proper equipment into a theater of operahons to 

perform satelhte Janurung at the needed tunes can be quote problemahc. Also, Jamnung may be 

rendered meffecuve by a vanety of arm-J amrmng techniques that are common to electronic 

combat. To compound thrs problem, verifyrng the effechveness of Jarnrnmg 1s drffrcult rf not 

nnpossrble, and leaves U.S. and alhed forces unsure of whether the adversary has been able to 

observes key nuln.ary achvrhes such as major maneuvers or concentrahons. 
I 

The second ASAT ophon -- destroying satellite ground control facihhes -- IS also fraught 

with srgruficant problems. The most obvrous 1s that rt mvolves an attack on sovereign SOL That 

may be ,acceptable rf the owner/operator of the satellrtes 1s the adversary and the facrhty 1s located 

wrthm the adversary’s country But more than hkely, given the prohferauon of satellite rrnagrng 

services offered on a commercial basis, the owner/operator will be a thud party and the facrhty 

wrll be located m a country other than the adversary’s Under these crrcumstances, attackmg and 

destroymg a satelhte ground facrhty along wrth the people mannmg rt -- an act of war -- would be 

an entrrely untenable ophon Also, satelhtes usually operate in constellahons of two or more, and 

ground facrbhes often control several types of satehrtes wrth Merent fUnChmS mcludrng rmagrng, 

weather, and commumcatrons. Therefore, destructron of a ground facrhty may render emu-e 
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b satelhte constellatrons and funchons useless even though many of them do not pose a drrect threat 

and probably conmbute srgmficantly to the country’s econonnc and rmhtary vrabrlity. Agam, rf the 

facrhty rn queshon belongs to the adversary, this may not be an issue, but rt makes attacking a 

third party’s facrhty even less acceptable. Nonetheless, the ophon of destroymg satellite control 

ground facrhhes IS generally avarlable since rt can be achieved with the wide variety of ground 

attack means already deployed But for the reasons given above, destroymg ground facrhtres 

cannot be considered an adequate ASAT capabrlrty 

The last ophon -- damaging or destroying satellites -- can be accomplrshed with drrect 

rrnpact (“krnehc Ml”) proJectrles or directed energy weapons such as high-powered lasers. Thrs 1s 

the most appropnate method to pursue for an operatronally deployed ASAT capabrhty Attackmg 

a satellite is sull an attack agamst foreign property, but rt IS far less controversral than destroying a 

ground facrhty and people on sovereign soil It IS also arguable that an attack agamst a satellite -- 

even a thud party satellite -- which is threatemng to expose cnhcal nuhtary XhVlheS 111 a theater 

of operahons can be Jushfied on the basrs of self defense, an “mherent nght” recogmzed in Artrcle 

51 of the UN charter. This ASAT ophon IS also highly selechve m that rt provides the capabrhty 

to ehnunate specific satelhtes based on the situahon at hand And once a satellrte IS attacked, 

exrstmg ground-based space surveillance systems can venfy the success of the attack so that U.S. 

and all@ forces can be sure of the adversary’s abrbty, or lack of abihty, to observe key mrlrtary 

operahons. Another advantage of thrs ASAT approach 1s that rt does not have to be deployed 

outside the U.S. srnce satelhte orbrts are relatively predictable and satelhtes can be mtercepted 

over the U.S. before reachmg the theater of operatrons m another part of the world. Finally, 

unlrke the first two ophons, ASATs of thrs sort are verrfrable and should be open to venficahon 



7 

In fact, this type of ASAT capabrhty should be thoroughly verrfied and well pubhcrzed for 

three reasons. Frrst, venficahon will assure any offrclally recognized party that the system does 

not have an Arm-Balhstrc Mrssrle (ABM) capabrlrty and, therefore, IS not rn vrolatron of the 1972 

ABM Treaty. Second, officially recogmzed parhes would also venfy that the ASAT has an 

mtercept capablhty up to but no hrgher than about 1,000 mrles All rrnagrng satelhtes operate 

below 1,000 nules in so-called “low-earth-orbits”, hence, all would be wrthrn the range of the U.S. 

ASAT IBut the 1,000 mrle lurutatron would clearly rule out the capabrhty to attack satelhtes that 

provide nahonal authonhes wrth Command, Control, and COmmUmCahOnS (C3) and early 

warmng of rrussrle attack since these satelhtes typrcally operate at much higher alutudes, up to 

22,500 nules (“geosynchronous orbrts”) and beyond Thrs IS rmportant because the abrlrty to 

threaten C3 and early war-rung satelhtes would be potenhahy destabrlizmg since a malfunchon of 

these type satellites rmght leave nauonal authonhes wonderrng if the satelhte had really 

malfunchoned or was the vrctrm of an ASAT attack as a precursor to a nuclear strrke; something 
I 

that, despite decreased probabrhty, cannot be discounted as long as strategrc nuclear weapons 

remarn operahonal. Thus, while deployrng an ASAT system capable of attackrng satelhtes 111 low- 

earth orbrts is appropnate, at the same hme, the U S and Russia, along with emerging space 

powers ‘(e.g., China and India), would do well to formally ban the development and deployment of 

hrgher ahnude capable ASATs. The thud and equally important reason venficahon 1s necessary IS 

so that counmes and commercial enhties with satelbte imaging capabrlrhes wrll know that the US 

has the capacity to elmunate therr rmagmg satellrtes should they be used agamst U.S. and alhed 

nuhtary operations 

Therem lies the most plausible deterrent affect of a U.S. ASAT capabrhty; not to deter the 

use of enemy ASATs agamst U.S. satellites (the “response-m-kind” concept which 1s an rffy 



i-=- proposrtron that is too srtuatronally dependent to be counted upon), but to deter unaging satelhtes 

from being used against U.S. and alhed forces. Srmply put, a commercral suppher, m determmmg 

whether to provide Imaging satelhte services to an adversary, nsks losing one or more satelhtes to 

U.S ASAT attacks. The cost/benefit analysis 1s strarghtforward: money lost due to the loss of 

one or more satelhtes, versus keepmg the satelhtes and gammg the profits from other tasks not 

counterlto U.S. and alhed mterests Certamly there are other means of leverage -- drplomatrc and 

econonuc -- which the U.S rmght use to drssuade a country or commercral enuty from using tts 

satellrtes m ways detnmental to the US. and us allies, and the U.S. should use these whenever 

possrble But these other means can often take more trme than a srtuatron m a theater of 

operatrons wrll allow and they don’t guarantee the right answer. An ASAT capabihty would 

provide, rapid leverage wrth a final opuon -- its actual use -- that would ensure secunty from 

unaging satelhtes In fact, the known avatlabrhty of this final optron would bolster the potenual 

for trmely drplomatrc or economtc resolutron of rmagmg satellite issues wrth partres that nnght not 
I 

otherw{se be so mclmed. Thus, a U.S. ASAT system, hke other deterrent systems (such as 

strategic nuclear weapons), could prove highly valuable without ever having to resort to rts actual 

use. 

Concl$ion 

‘The bottom lure 1s that the current U S. mabihty to selectrvely attack and destroy satelhtes 

rn low-earth-orbits IS an open mvitauon for adversaries to employ mcreasmgly avarlable satellite 

unaging services agarnst U.S. and allied interests To rectrfy thus, the U S needs an operatronal 

ASAT capabrhty -- now would not be too soon Wtth this m rmnd, the specrfic types of systems 

that would fulfill the U.S. reqturement for an ASAT capabthty in the near term are the Army’s 

du-ect-ascent kmeuc lull vehicle or a ground-based laser, perhaps denved from the Mid-Infrared 
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Advanced Chemrcal Laser research project m White Sands, New Mexrco.’ In the past few years, 

Congress has provided low-level fundmg to keep both as technology efforts. And recently, 

Congress has shown increased support for U.S. ASAT efforts by rncludmg $30 mrlhon m the 

1996 DOD approprration brll (up from $5 milhon m 1995) for the Army’s krnettc Ml ASAT 

vehicle development6 Thrs IS encouragmg, but strll a long way from opemng the door for 
I 

complete development, testm g, acqursitron, and deployment of an operatronal ASAT, and that 1s 

what needs to happen Doing so would provrde a counter to the prohferatmg threat of satelhte 

unagmg, would go far to fulfill proven doctrme, and thus would elunmate that “most vulnerable 

pomt” that Secretary Carluccr rdenttfied back u-r 1989. 



10 

’ Marcia S Smith, “ASATs -- Antlsatelhte Weapon Systems ” (Washmgton GPO, 1989) 8 

’ Marcia S Smith, “DOD Antlsatelhte Effort Gets a Boost ” Suace News, 16-22 Ott 1995 20 

3 Andrew Wlson, ed , Jane’s Space Dnectorv. 1995 - 96 (Surrey, TJK Intemanonal Thomson Pubhshmg 

Company, 1995) 412 

“Soviet Photographx Intelhgence (PHOTINT) and Electromc Intelligence (ELINT) satelhtes located and 

gathered mformatlon about land forces whde Soviet Radar Ocean Recomssance Satelhtes (RORSATs) and 

Electromc Ocean Recomssance Satelhtes (EORSATs) located and gathered mformahon about naval forces 

’ Jeffrey M Lenorovltz, “Satelhte till Veiucle Vahdated m Test Fnmg ” Avlatlon Week and &ace 

Technologv, 26 Sep 1994 23 

6 Smith, DOD AnnsatellIte Effort 20 


